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Abstract
Purpose – Previous studies that examined the role of empathy and nonverbal immediacy on business-to-business (B2B) salesperson performance
is limited in scope and yielded inconclusive evidence. Grounded in Plank and Greene’s (1996) framework of salesperson effectiveness, this paper
aims to empirically investigate the mediating role of adaptive selling behavior through which empathy and nonverbal immediacy influence sales force
performance and the form of empathy (cognitive or affective) that has the most beneficial role in improving relationship (versus outcome) salesperson
performance.
Design/methodology/approach – Using cross-sectional data that were collected from 422 pharmaceutical sales representatives, this study used
structural equation modeling to test the hypothesized relationships.
Findings – Adaptive selling behavior mediates the effect of perspective taking empathy and empathic concern on relationship performance.
However, the impact of empathy on outcome performance is not significant through adaptive selling behavior, but perspective taking empathy has
a direct influence on outcome performance. Contrary to expectations, nonverbal immediacy is not mediated by adaptive selling behavior but has
a direct and positive impact on relationship performance.
Research limitations/implications – The results of this study have several implications for recruitment, training and assessment of salespeople
in a B2B context. Based on the empirical evidence, it is highlighted that firms may use different forms of empathy and nonverbal cues to promote
adaptive selling behavior that impact sales force performance (i.e. outcome or relationship).
Originality/value – To the authors’ knowledge, this is the first study which simultaneously examines the mediating role of adaptive selling behavior
in the relationship between three antecedent variables that relate to sales force empathy and nonverbal communication (i.e. perspective taking
empathy, empathic concern and nonverbal immediacy) and two aspects of B2B sales performance (relationship and outcome).
Keywords Outcome performance, Adaptive selling behaviour, Empathic concern, Nonverbal immediacy, Perspective taking empathy,
Relationship performance
Paper type Research paper

Introduction

serve the targeted customers and also continuously fine tune
their sales force to effectively perform in a changing
competitive environment. In view of the importance of sales
force management, this paper discusses such strategies and
tactics and in particular the role of empathy, nonverbal
immediacy and adaptive selling behavior (ASB) in a B2B
context.
While interpersonal skills such as empathy and nonverbal
immediacy are viewed as vital predictors of B2B sales force
performance, yet solid empirical evidence corroborating this
premise is somewhat scarce and existing results are also
contentious (Pilling and Eroglu, 1994; Lamont and
Lundstrom, 1977; McBane, 1995; Dawson et al., 1992;
Peterson et al., 1995; Bagozzi, 2006; Byron et al., 2007;

In a business-to-business (B2B) context, competition is not
only substantial but also the structure of the competitive mix,
and sales revenues are subjected to greater volatility and
change. Owing to demand uncertainty, industry structure and
variations in competitive conditions, B2B firms invest
considerably in personal selling. Therefore, sales managers are
expected to devote considerable time and effort in selecting
and developing strategies and tactics which will efficiently
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Sundaram and Webster, 2000; Leigh and Summers, 2002).
Hence, the purpose of the present study is to address this
issue. In this study, the concept empathy refers to one’s ability
to understand the emotional makeup of other people and
respond to them according to this makeup (Coleman, 1998).
Nonverbal intimacy consists of one’s conduct that increases
nonverbal and two-way communication and diminishes
psychological distance with another person (Mehrabian,
1971). ASB involves adjusting customer interactions to the
unique characteristics of individual prospects (Weitz et al.,
1986). These variables are central to the present research
effort.
As noted earlier, the empirical research that attempted to
examine the association between empathy and salesperson
performance has not only been limited but the findings are
also ambiguous. For instance, some studies have reported a
positive relationship (Pilling and Eroglu, 1994), a negative
relationship (Lamont and Lundstrom, 1977), both positive
and negative relationships (McBane, 1995) and no
relationship (Dawson et al., 1992). Possible explanations of
this ambiguity could be attributed to varying conceptual
definitions of empathy and inconsistent measurements, and
methods used in different studies (Weitz et al., 1986;
Delpechitre, 2013).
Most inquiries that examined the impact of empathy on
salesperson performance have relied on small samples and
used unreliable or invalid measures, and also the principal or
sole purpose of these studies was not to assess the relationship
between empathy and salesperson performance (Dawson
et al., 1992). The bulk of the investigations have concentrated
on cognitive empathy (e.g. perspective taking); however, the
other dimensions of empathy (e.g. affective) have received
only moderate attention. Because of this ambiguity, research is
needed to further investigate the complex nature of empathy
and its indirect relationship to salesperson performance
(McBane, 1995). In an attempt to overcome some of those
limitations, the current study examines the effect of both
cognitive (i.e. perspective taking) and affective (i.e. empathic
concern) empathy on B2B salesperson performance. Our
motivation in examining this is to understand whether
different forms of empathy could yield differential impact on
salesperson performance.
Despite the importance of nonverbal communication in
B2B selling, empirical evidence on the role of nonverbal
immediacy on sales force performance is limited (Sundaram
and Webster, 2000). To date, this skill has yielded little
empirical evidence in predicting salesperson performance –
with mixed results (Peterson et al., 1995; Byron et al., 2007;
Leigh and Summers, 2002). Understanding just how
nonverbal immediacy influences salesperson performance is
an extremely complex process, and this influence can be
impacted by several factors. Hence, some studies stress the
need for additional research on this topic (Peterson et al.,
1995; Leigh and Summers, 2002).
Prior research that examined the impact of empathy and
nonverbal immediacy on salesperson performance largely
concentrated on outcome performance, i.e. sales performance
in terms of sales units or revenue generated (Dawson et al.,
1992; McBane, 1995; Pilling and Eroglu, 1994), but ignored
other facets of salesperson performance, e.g. behavioral,

administrative and relationship-building. In the B2B personal
selling arena, salespeople engage in a wide range of tasks
including building relationships with customers (relationship
performance), performing sales-related administrative tasks
(administrative performance) and increasing sales revenue and
market share (outcome performance). In the same vein,
studies have pointed out the necessity of examining various
dimensions of salesperson performance such as relationship
performance (Hunter and Perreault, 2007), administrative
performance (Hunter and Perreault, 2007; Sundaram et al.,
2007) and outcome performance (Miao et al., 2007;
Sundaram et al., 2007). Dawson et al. (1992) have emphasized
the need to incorporate different measures of salesperson
accomplishment when measuring the empathy–performance
relationship. As yet, we have no evidence about the differential
impact of empathy and nonverbal immediacy on alternative
(i.e. non-outcome based) measures of salesperson’s
achievement.
As noted earlier, prior studies that examined the association
between empathy and nonverbal immediacy and salesperson
performance have presented ambiguous and inconclusive
results. One possible explanation for these equivocal results
could be that empathy and nonverbal immediacy may not
have a direct impact on sales force achievement (McBane,
1995). In the same manner, Plank and Reid (1994) argue that
direct linkages drawn between personality traits/skills and
sales force performance can be theoretically flawed, and
mediating variables such as sales conduct (i.e. the routine
behaviors in which salespeople are involved) can mediate the
relationship between antecedents and performance, and this
phenomena had been largely ignored in sales literature.
Comer and Drollinger (1999) express a need for exploring the
role of those mediating variables that explain how empathy
influences performance.
In light of mixed and, in a few cases, opposing findings or
weak
support
for
interpersonal
skills–performance
relationships, our study contributes to the literature in B2B
selling by examining the mediating role of ASB, a dimension
of sales deportment (Weitz, 1981) in the influence of empathy
and nonverbal immediacy on two facets of B2B salesperson
performance: relationship and outcome. MacKinnon (2008)
suggests that a mediation analysis is useful in clarifying the
nature of the relationship between an independent and a
dependent variable. ASB refers to “the altering of sales
behaviors during a customer interaction or across customer
interactions based on perceived information about the nature
of the selling situation” (Weitz et al., 1986, p. 175). It requires
collection of information about customer situations,
knowledge and development of divergent sales strategies and
the use of appropriate sales presentation strategies and tactics
for targeted customers (Spiro and Weitz, 1990). Pilling and
Eroglu (1994) underscore the necessity for investigating the
possible applications of various empathy dimensions on ASB.
Also, the literature shows that ASB may mediate the
relationship between empathy and nonverbal skills and sales
performance (Giacobbe et al., 2006; Castleberry and
Shepherd, 1993). One rationale is that understanding of
empathy and nonverbal communication can be critical for
productive ASB which in turn is thought to be a central
mechanism of salesperson performance (Pilling and Eroglu,
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1994; Mayer and Greenberg, 1964; Spiro and Weitz, 1990;
Franke and Park, 2006).
Therefore, grounded in the Plank and Greene’s (1996)
framework of salesperson effectiveness, the present study is
positioned to offer initial insights to scholars and sales
managers in understanding:
●
the mechanism (in our study, ASB) through which
empathy and nonverbal immediacy channel sales force
performance; and
●
the form of empathy (cognitive or affective) that has an
effective role in improving relationship (versus outcome)
of salesperson performance.

anticipated emotions (Davis, 1980, 1983b). Unlike
empathic concern, when emotional contagion is in
operation, one tends to automatically mimic and
synchronize his/her verbal and nonverbal expressions and
deportment with those of others.
Empathy has been identified as a vital trait for certain
categories of employees including nurses (Reynolds and Scott,
1999), business managers (Costa et al., 2004) and school
administrators (Toremen et al., 2006). Although the bulk of
the personal selling literature reveals mixed findings on the
efficacy of empathy on salesperson performance (Table I), few
studies have reported that empathy has a positive relationship
with sales force effectiveness (Greenberg and Mayer, 1964;
Greenberg and Greenberg, 1983). Aggarwal et al. (2005)
found a strong positive relationship between empathy and
listening, as well as customer trust satisfaction with the sales
representative. Pilling and Eroglu (1994) have inferred that
salesperson empathy significantly affects buyer willingness to
make a purchase. Some investigations conclude that empathy
is one of the most important predictors of salesperson
achievement (Beveridge, 1985; Morlan, 1986). An exception
is the inquiry of Dawson et al. (1992) who could not
statistically establish that empathy is a critical trait of
successful salespeople.
While most of the studies have focused on the cognitive
component of empathy, only one study (McBane, 1995)
has examined the simultaneous effects of both cognitive and
affective empathy on salesperson performance. The study
investigated the effects of three dimensions of empathy
(perspective taking, empathic concern and emotional
contagion) on salesperson performance. However, the
findings are ambiguous and reveal both positive and
negative outcomes. A possible explanation could be that
different components of empathy may have distinct effects
on various dimensions of salesperson performance.
Likewise, sales behavior such as ASB may mediate the
influence of empathy on salesperson performance. In this
study, we explore whether ASB mediates the influence of
both cognitive (perspective taking) and affective (empathic
concern)
empathy
on
salesperson
performance
(relationship and outcome) and offer further evidence to
provide additional clarity to the conflicting findings of
previous studies.

Understanding how or under what conditions empathy and
nonverbal immediacy influence salesperson performance is
expected to provide more insights on the implications for
recruitment, selection and training of sales representatives.
From a theoretical perspective, the findings of this study may
help to clarify the inconsistent evidence found in previous
investigations which examined the direct influence of empathy
on salesperson performance.

Background literature
Empathy
Empathy refers to one’s ability to feel what others are
feeling and respond to those feelings or the ability to
understand and relate to another person’s perspective and
respond emotionally to the other person (Rogers, 1959;
Davis, 1983a). The literature mainly points out the
existence of two forms of empathy – cognitive and affective
(Davis, 1996). The cognitive component involves
understanding a target person’s feelings, thoughts and
intentions in a given situation, and is broadly termed
“perspective taking empathy” (Davis, 1980). In turn,
perspective taking empathy is a form of cognitive empathy
and refers to the ability of a communicator to understand
other’s perspective (Davis, 1983a; Long and Andrews,
1990). On the other hand, the affective component relates
to taking on the feelings of another and includes empathic
concern and emotional contagion (Mehrabian and Epstein,
1972; McBane, 1995). Further, empathic concern can be
defined as a tendency to experience feelings of compassion,
tenderness and sympathy for others (Davis and Oathout,
1987). Emotional contagion means a person’s emotional
response while observing another person’s actual or

Table I Review of major empirical studies in empathy and its impact on salesperson performance
Authors

Sample

Context

Major findings

Tobolski and Kerr, 1952

32 automobile salesmen

B2C

Lamont and Lundstrom, 1977

B2B

Dawson et al., 1992
Pilling and Eroglu, 1994

143 salesmen of building
supplies
150 automobile salesmen
484 retail buyers

McBane, 1995

154 industrial salespeople

B2B

Spaulding and Plank, 2007

321 automobile shoppers

B2C

There is a significant positive relationship between empathy and
performance for new car salesmen, but empathy is not
significantly related to performance for used car salesmen
There is a significant negative relationship between empathy and
job performance
There is no relationship between empathy and sales performance
Empathy influences buyers’ willingness to make a purchase and
the likelihood of listening to future sales presentations
Empathy has both positive and negative effects on sales
performance
Empathy impacts sales effectiveness

B2C
B2B
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Nonverbal immediacy
Nonverbal immediacy can be defined as sets of behaviors that
enhance closeness and nonverbal interaction with another and
reduce physical or psychological distance between individuals
(Mehrabian, 1967, 1971; McCroskey et al., 1995). Various
nonverbal communication cues such as eye contact, gestures,
relaxed body position, smiling, vocal expressiveness,
movement and proximity have been found to increase
immediacy (Andersen, 1979). In B2B personal selling
environments, some of the typical nonverbal immediacy
demeanors may include looking and leaning toward clients,
sitting near clients, gesturing during presentations, using
purposeful body movement, smiling and speaking in an
animated way.
Nonverbal immediacy behaviors have been extensively
studied within instructional settings and signify that teacher
nonverbal immediacy can increase student learning and
favorable evaluation of the teacher (Crawford, 1987;
McCroskey and Richmond, 1992; Allen, 1999; Roux, 2002).
Several studies in organizational communication literature
have underscored the role of immediacy behavior in
promoting desired outcomes (Fatt, 1998; DeGroot and
Motowidlo, 1999; Richmond et al., 2000). For example, Fatt
(1998) has noted that managers may be able to enhance their
leadership abilities and credibility through correct usage of
nonverbal communication. Employee job evaluations by
supervisors have been found to be correlated with smiling,
gaze, hand movement, posture and body orientation
(DeGroot and Motowidlo, 1999); nonverbal behavior is also
believed to upgrade the performance of lawyers (Aron et al.,
1996). Further, nonverbal communication has been found to
exert a significant effect on customer evaluations of a service
encounter (Gabbott and Hogg, 2000), and its influence had
been studied in a variety of service delivery situations. It has
also been revealed that physicians who are successful at
expressing emotion through nonverbal communications tend
to receive higher ratings on the art of care than physicians who
are less adroit in applying nonverbal communication
(DiMatteo et al., 1980).

Many scholars and sales professionals have asserted that
nonverbal is as important as verbal communication as a tool
in personal selling (Stewart et al., 1987; Grahe and Bernieri,
1999). Several studies have emphasized the significance of
nonverbal communication, e.g. facial expression in sales
negotiation (Graham, 1981). Leigh and Summers (2002)
have indicated that eye gaze and attire are important
determinants of social impressions in industrial buyer–seller
interactions. They argue that nonverbal cues influence
selected dimensions of buyers’ perceptions of the sales
representative and their evaluations of the sales presentation.
Also, awareness of the influence of nonverbal
communication can be of value in making presentations
before an audience (Wood, 2005; Chaney and Green, 2002;
Brody, 1996). Though the role of nonverbal immediacy on
salesperson performance in B2B selling setting is widely
applauded, it should be noted that empirical research is not
only sparse but some of the studies also reveal mixed
findings (Table II).
Salesperson performance
Salesperson performance, also known as sales performance, is
one of the most widely researched constructs in personal
selling literature. “Salesperson performance” has been defined
and measured in a variety of ways. As highlighted by the
representative examples in Table III, the studies have
primarily relied on outcome performance (sales volume in
units or sales revenue) as a principal indicator of salesperson
achievement (Miao et al., 2007; Sundaram et al., 2007;
Cravens et al., 1993).
Lately, a small number of inquiries have favored other
dimensions of salesperson performance, such as administrative
performance that includes call planning and reporting
(Sundaram et al., 2007), and Hunter and Perreault (2007) have
introduced relationship outcome, i.e. the extent to which a
salesperson undertakes certain activities that cultivate a
relationship that mutually benefits sellers and buyers. Another
line of research has explored behavioral aspects of salesperson
performance – termed behavioral performance – which refers to

Table II Review of major empirical studies in nonverbal communication and its impact on salesperson performance
Authors

Sample

Context

Major findings

Peterson et al.,
1995

26 housewives

B2C

Leigh and
Summers, 2002

90 professional buyers

B2B

Wood, 2006

Convenience sample of buyers: 58 (Study 1), 76
(Study 2) and 150 (Study 3)
Building-supply and automobile salespersons

B2C

Salesperson speaking rates (faster vs slower) influence
output performance. But salesperson loudness variability
(more vs less variability in loudness) does not influence
outcome performance
Results are mixed. Nonverbal cues influence only selected
dimensions of buyers’ evaluations of the video-taped sales
presentation. For example, eye gaze significantly affects
sales presentation believability, but it does not affect
trustworthiness, capability or professionalism
Nonverbal cues influence the trustworthiness assessments
of customers
Building-supply salespersons who were better at nonverbal
emotion recognition earned higher average annual salary
increases, but did not rate themselves as more successful.
Automobile salespersons who were better at nonverbal
emotion recognition sold more cars per month, but did not
rate themselves as more successful

Byron et al. 2007

B2B and B2C

657

Mediating role of adaptive selling behavior

Journal of Business & Industrial Marketing

Yam B. Limbu, C. Jayachandran, Barry J. Babin and Robin T. Peterson

Volume 31 · Number 5 · 2016 · 654 –667

Table III Review of major empirical models on the different dimensions of salesperson performance
Authors

Exogenous variables

Endogenous variables: dimensions of salesperson performance

Jaworski and Kohli, 1991

Supervisory feedback

Cravens et al., 1993

Sales force control system

Hunter and Perreault, 2007

Sales technology use, training

Sundaram et al., 2007

Technology usage

Miao et al., 2007

Salesperson motivation

Behavioral performance
Outcome performance
Selling behavioral performance
Non-selling behavioral performance
Outcome performance
Relationship performance
Administrative performance
Administrative performance
Outcome performance
Behavioral performance
Outcome performance

adapt to selling situations resulting in better performance. In
line with PCT (Kelly, 1955), Plank and Greene theorize that
salespeople constantly analyze and gather information to
understand and predict the behavior of customers. Their
model follows the work of Plank and Reid (1994) in which
PCT provides a framework for the prediction of sales force
performance; the main thesis is that actual behaviors such as
ASB may act as a mediating variable between salesperson
skills and sales performance. It is based on the premise that
salesperson skills (interpersonal skills that includes ability to
understand and empathize with other customers, sales
presentation skills that deals with selling abilities such as
asking questions, handling objections) serve as predictors of
sales behavior (collecting, using and disseminating
information), which ultimately predicts sales performance
(desired level of goal attainment). The current study proposes
a model which uses two antecedent variables relating to
salesperson skills (empathy and nonverbal immediacy), a sales
behavior (i.e. ASB) as a mediator and two facets of salesperson
performance (relationship and outcome) as outcome
variables. Empathy and nonverbal immediacy skills can help
salespeople in understanding and empathizing with clients,
gathering and disseminating necessary information and
altering sales presentation during a customer interaction.
Plank and Greene (1996) suggest that salespeople who possess
these behaviors become more successful than those who do
not.

activities and strategies that salespeople bring into the selling
process (Jaworski and Kohli, 1991; Miao et al., 2007). Cravens
et al. (1993) propose two additional dimensions – selling
behavioral performance (using technical knowledge in sales
presentations) and non-selling behavioral performance
(providing information and controlling expenses). To our
knowledge, no study has been undertaken to examine the
indirect impact of perspective taking empathy, empathic concern
or nonverbal immediacy on outcome and relational salesperson
performance through ASB, and this study will assist in filling the
gap.

Theoretical perspective and hypothesis
development
The proposed model for this study (Figure 1) is partially
grounded on Plank and Greene’s (1996) framework of
salesperson effectiveness. They applied personal construct
theory (PCT), a theory of personality which holds that
personality development is a function of our cognitions, to
understand salesperson personality attribute – sales
performance relationship. The term “Personal Construct”
refers to ways of seeing the world, i.e. the dimensions which
people use in their attempt to interpret the people and events
in their social lives, and this cognitive process is considered as
an important activity in a selling job. A typical activity of a
B2B salesperson is to construe customer behavior and to

Mediating role of adaptive selling behavior in the
empathy–salesperson performance relationship
Previous research indicates that salesperson personality traits
such as empathy are positively related to ASB (Spiro and
Weitz, 1990; Giacobbe et al., 2006), and this could be
attributed to the reasoning that sales representatives who are
high in empathy are better listeners and more likely to gain the
trust of customers (Spiro and Weitz, 1990; Aggarwal et al.,
2005). As empathy often manifests genuine concern for
others, this attribute is likely to help “sellers gain unique
insights by being able to place themselves psychologically and
emotionally in the position of the customer” (Giacobbe et al.,
2006, p. 121). Empathetic salespeople frequently modify
informational content and integrate information that are
appropriate at the time of the presentation and use a delivery
style incorporating customer needs and reposition their

Figure 1 Proposed model and hypothesis
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presentations to meet those needs (Mayer and Greenberg,
1964; Weitz, 1979; Spiro and Weitz, 1990). Pilling and Eroglu
(1994) argue that empathic salespeople are sensitive to
customer feelings and situations and are better equipped to
share their feelings with customers and modify their sales
presentations accordingly. Because empathy can facilitate
communication and information processing between
salesperson and customers by promoting interpersonal liking
and attachment, a highly empathetic sales representative tends
to be more successful in drawing the attention of customers,
encoding information and creating desired impressions than a
less empathetic salesperson (Comer and Drollinger, 1999;
Bagozzi, 2006).
The perspective taking component of empathy may help
salespeople understand client needs and expectations in a
given situation, meet the special needs of customers and
improve customer interaction in a more productive manner
(Widmier, 2002; Von Bergen and Shealy, 1982). Besides, the
empathic concern, another form of empathy which evokes
altruistic motivation – a drive with an ultimate goal of
benefiting customers – tends to occur when a salesperson
embraces the perspective of customers (Batson, 2009). We
argue that these aptitudes can help salespeople adapt their
approaches based on the understanding of customer
perspectives.
As far as the ASB–performance relationship is concerned,
substantial empirical evidence reveals a positive correlation
between ASB and salesperson performance (Spiro and Weitz,
1990; Blackshear and Plank, 1994; Sujan et al., 1994;
Swenson and Herche, 1994; Predmore and Bonnice, 1994;
Johlke, 2006; Franke and Park, 2006). Adaptive selling holds
that salespeople’s aptitude to adapt their presentation to
different customers in a variety of situations should be
positively related to performance (Weitz et al., 1986). One
reason being that highly adaptive sales representatives are
more likely to make persuasive and customized presentations
that are likely to be effective at closing sales (Predmore and
Bonnice, 1994). Given the fact that the abilities of salespeople
to communicate and persuade buyers to close a sale are critical
for sales achievement, we posit that adapting sales strategies
should have a significant positive impact on salesperson
performance.
The influence of personality traits and interpersonal skills
on salesperson performance has been found to be mediated by
a number of factors including goal setting (House, 1996;
Barrick et al., 1993), motivational orientation measures such
as status striving and accomplishment striving (Barrick et al.,
2002) and task motivation (Erez and Judge, 2001). In sales
literature, empathy has been found to predict ASB (Spiro and
Weitz, 1990), which ultimately improves buyer willingness to
make a purchase (Morlan, 1986; Greenberg and Greenberg,
1983; Pilling and Eroglu, 1994). Perspective taking empathy
and empathic concern can play a crucial role in understanding
buyers and using different presentation approaches for diverse
customers as well as gathering information about customer
situations and needs may lead to positive job performance
(Spiro and Weitz, 1990; Widmier, 2002). As we have
discussed before, Plank and Greene’s (1996) propositions
regarding the interpersonal skills ¡ sales behavior ¡ sales
effectiveness linkage suggest that the effect of salesperson

empathy on sales performance can be mediated through ASB.
It is likely that sales force traits such as empathy may be
positively associated with ASB which in turn may affect
salesperson performance (Giacobbe et al., 2006; Castleberry
and Shepherd, 1993). Thus, in line with Plank and Greene’s
proposition and the literature discussed above, we hypothesize
that empathy is positively related to sales performance through
the ASB mediator:
H1a. ASB will mediate the relationship between perspective
taking empathy and outcome performance.
H1b. ASB will mediate the relationship between perspective
taking empathy and relationship performance.
H1c. ASB will mediate the relationship between empathic
concern and outcome performance.
H1d. ASB will mediate the relationship between empathic
concern and relationship performance.

Mediating role of adaptive selling behavior in the
nonverbal immediacy-salesperson performance
relationship
Salespeople’s interpersonal skills can affect their ability to
adapt selling strategies while engaging in sales interactions
(Simintiras et al., 2013). Nonverbal cues can influence sales
force intent to practice and engage in ASB, which in turn,
can stimulate sales force performance (Giacobbe et al.,
2006). Nonverbal communication can upgrade salesperson
ASB and effectiveness, particularly when verbal behavior
does not effectively communicate an intended message,
especially if language barriers exist between salespeople and
clients. It is quite likely that the salespeople who exhibit
high levels of nonverbal immediacy in the selling process
may have an edge over those with low levels of skills in
nonverbal immediacy in encoding and decoding nonverbal
cues of their customers. Hence, the former category of
salespeople is more likely to comprehend information about
the sales situation and alter their sales presentations to
make them more productive.
Mehrabian (1971) has proposed the “immediacy principle”
to suggest that “people are drawn toward persons and things
they like, evaluate highly, and prefer; and they avoid or move
away from things they dislike, evaluate negatively, or do not
prefer” (p. 1). Importantly, considerable amount of empirical
findings support this theory (Slane and Sleak, 1978;
Andersen, 1978). In an interpersonal communication context,
Richmond et al. (2000) and Richmond and Gorham (2004,
p. 212) reformulated the immediacy principle as the “principle
of immediate communication” and predict that:
[. . .] the more the communicators employ immediate behaviors, more
others will like, evaluate highly, and prefer such communicators, and the less
the communicators employ immediate behaviors the more others will
dislike, evaluate negatively, and reject such communicators.

Hence, the use of immediacy behaviors can promote
credibility, liking and potentially improve salesperson behavior
and performance. This hypothesis has been tested and
supported in organizational behavior. For example, Richmond
et al. (2000) have found that nonverbal immediacy of
supervisors promotes subordinates’ perceptions of their
659
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supervisors and communication with them which, in turn, will
increase subordinates’ motivation and job satisfaction.
Consistent with the immediacy principle, Mottet et al. (2006)
have proposed the “emotional response theory” which holds
that people’s emotions are influenced by the implicit messages
(e.g. nonverbal cues) received from others; they like things for
which they feel positive emotions; and they pursue things they
like.
In B2B selling, these theories may offer important insights
as to how salesperson’s nonverbal immediacy influences
motivation and internal states of customers leading to
increased closeness and rapport with customers. Research also
suggests that customers’ positive emotional response to a
salesperson’s nonverbal immediacy cues can enrich the
customer–salesperson relationship because nonverbal
immediacy influences selected dimensions of buyer
perceptions of the salesperson and evaluation of the sales
presentation (Leigh and Summers, 2002). Sales
representatives who use immediacy behavior with customers
are likely to be favored by the customers and expected to
develop positive affect in those customers, leading to increased
job effectiveness. Hence, establishing a credible, a likable and
an attractive image is important for the achievements of the
sales force. Moreover, nonverbal immediacy adds value to
verbal communication, as it helps to modify and reinforce
verbal communication by reducing psychological distance and
enhancing pleasant affect between the participants (Schul and
Lamb, 1982; Sundaram and Webster, 2000). However, it
should be noted that the role of ASB cannot be
underestimated when examining the impact of nonverbal
communication on sales performance. Salesperson’s
nonverbal immediacy skills can be useful in building rapport
and trust with customers and assist in adapting approaches
that are unique to each client, as a means of maximizing
communication effectiveness (Teven and Winters, 2007).
Some of the nonverbal immediacy cues, such as a relaxed
facial expression, can improve salesperson power base (the
ability or the potential of a salesperson to alter a customer’s
behavior, intentions, attitudes, beliefs, emotions and values
(French and Raven, 1959). Gaze and eye contact can help
salespeople in gathering information about customers,
regulate interactions, express closeness, exercise social control
and facilitate service and task goals (Patterson, 1982). In this
regard, it should be noted that salesperson facial expression
has important influence in sales negotiation (Graham, 1981).
Further, salesperson speaking rates influence output
performance, suggesting that salespersons with more rapid
speaking rates produce more sales than those with slower
speaking rates (Peterson et al., 1995). Thus, nonverbal
immediacy skills not only offer salespeople essential
information about customers but also help them navigate sales
situations and adjust sales interaction in a manner that can
upgrade customer perceptions of salesperson effectiveness
(Puccinelli et al., 2010). Based on the above discussion, we
argue that salespeople who are high in nonverbal immediacy
are likely to comprehend customer status and the selling
situations and are likely to alter their presentations when
needed; as discussed above, ASBs can result in greater sales
output and enhanced customer relationships. Hence, we
advanced the following hypotheses:

H2a. ASB will mediate the relationship between nonverbal
immediacy and outcome performance.
H2b. ASB will mediate the relationship between nonverbal
immediacy and relationship performance.

Methodology
Participants
The participants for this study included a sample of 438
pharmaceutical sales representatives employed in pharmaceutical
companies in India. The rationale for selecting pharmaceutical
sales representatives as sample for the study is based on the fact
that they represent B2B marketplace and use various
interpersonal skills such as empathy and nonverbal
communication to overcome many of the unique challenges they
face. Pharmaceutical sales representatives interact in a high
customer contact environment in which the use of such skills is
expected to drive their success. The reason for choosing
pharmaceutical sales representatives from India is that the Indian
pharmaceutical industry currently ranks third in the world in terms
of production volume and maintains a staggering growth rate. To
facilitate this study, we hired the services of a marketing research
firm based in a large city in India that has a reputation and
infrastructure to perform countrywide surveys using a structured
questionnaire. The principal researchers of the firm approached
marketing executives (sales managers) of 30 pharmaceutical
companies located in the southern region of India, and 14 of
them agreed to provide a list of their field sales representatives,
resulting in a master list of 672 active sales representatives.
Before the questionnaire was administered to the sample, it was
pre-tested with ten sales representatives for readability and
clarity. Experienced field research staff of the firm were entrusted
to administer the survey at multiple locations of representative
firms under the direct supervision of a principal researcher. Using
the sample firms’ internal mailing system, the survey instruments
along with a self-addressed and a pre-paid return envelope were
distributed to all the sales representatives and instructed to return
the completed surveys within a two-week time frame. The
non-respondents were reminded by telephone and emails and
sent out another copy of the survey by giving two more weeks
after the initial invitation. After excluding 16 cases with missing
responses, the final sample included 422 sales representatives;
the response rate was 65 per cent.
The majority of the participants were male (94 per cent),
and the age ranged from 23 to 52 years; the median age was 37
years. About 66 per cent of them were employed in
foreign-owned or non-Indian pharmaceutical companies.
More than 51.2 per cent represented prescription drugs; 11.3
per cent represented over-the-counter drugs; and 30.8 per
cent both. About 42 per cent of the participants indicated that
they recently visited specialists and 36 per cent visited general
physicians. The average experience of a sales representative
was approximately six years in a pharmaceutical sales job
(SD ⫽ 6.8).
All the firms included in the sample were involved in
manufacturing and marketing of pharmaceuticals. While
majority of them were foreign-owned companies, t-tests
yielded no significant difference between foreign-owned and
domestically owned companies in terms of the variables
studied. We examined the possibility of bias due to what has
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become known as common methods variance (CMV) by
examining the variance associated with the first eigenvalue
extracted from principal components analysis of the
correlation matrix. The first eigenvalue is 7.93, which
indicates 30.5 per cent common variance. The conservative
standard for problematic levels of CMV with typical reliability
levels is 0.4 (Fuller et al., 2015). Further, we fit a confirmatory
factor analysis model that includes a CMV factor as an
additional source of variance in each measured variable. That
model fit remained relatively good [comparative fit index
(CFI) ⫽ 0.95, delta df ⫽ 192⫽37.2), but only one
standardized loading estimate from the method factor
exceeded 0.3 (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Constraining all the
loadings from the method factor to be equal produced
significantly worse fit. Moreover, in no case did adding the
CMV factor materially affect the relationships between
constructs. As a consequence, little evidence suggests thinking
that CMV is driving relationships in this data.

construct reliability estimates all exceed the 0.7 standard with
the exception of the outcome construct which equals 0.69,
and due to a dropped item earlier, it is now a two-item factor.
Discriminant validity is evident in that the AVEs exceed the
relevant squared correlation estimates (lowest squared AVE is
0.45 and highest squared correlation estimate is 0.44). Thus,
the model contains adequate evidence of construct validity
with the limitation of the two-item factor and three AVEs
slightly below but close to value of 0.5 as noted.
Structural model
The proposed theory posits adaptive selling as a mediator
facilitating the effects of perspective taking empathy, empathic
concern and nonverbal immediacy on relationship performance
and outcome performance. Constraints were placed on the
covariance model representing this theory, and the model was
estimated. The overall model fit is indicated by the 2 of 394.5
(144 degrees of freedom), a CFI of 0.913 and a RMSEA of
0.064. In this case, the fit falls just below desirable guidelines for
good fit.
All of the proposed relationships are positive and
significant with the exception of the nonverbal immediacy
to adaptive selling (␥ ⫽ ⫺0.9, t ⫽ –1.1, ns). As a result of
the latter finding, the case for ASB mediating the effect of
nonverbal immediacy on outcome performance is not
supported. In addition, the standardized residuals also
suggest that perspective taking empathy directly influences
outcome performance, and that nonverbal immediacy
directly influences relationship outcome.
Thus, the two paths representing those relationships were
freed and the model re-estimated. The alternative model 2 is
303.2 with 141 degrees of freedom; the CFI is 0.935 and the
RMSEA is 0.056. Both represent a substantial improvement
in fit over the total mediation model. As shown in Figure 2, the
results do not support mediation of the relationship between
nonverbal immediacy, perspective taking empathy or
empathic concern on outcome performance, based on the
insignificant relationship between ASB and outcome
performance (␤ ⫽ ⫺0.05, ns). In contrast, the results support
the case for full mediation of the empathic concern –
relationship outcome association through ASB. The indirect
relationship representing this effect is statistically significant
and positive (i.e. ⫽ 0.14, p ⬍ 0.05). Likewise, the model
supports the case for full mediation of the influence of
perspective taking empathy on relationship outcome through
ASB. The indirect relationship representing this effect is
likewise positive and significant (i.e. ⫽ 0.16, p ⬍ 0.05).
Further, in no case does adding additional direct effects
significantly improve the fit of the model. Thus, while the
influences of empathic concern on relationship performance
are fully mediated by ASB, perspective taking empathy’s only
influence on sales outcomes is direct.

Measurement
The sample items used for this study are presented in
Table IV. Davis’s (1980) self-report measure was used to
assess perspective taking empathy. It has been widely used in
other studies that demonstrated consistent internal
consistency (Davis, 1980, 1983a, 1983b; Bernstein and Davis,
1982). This measure is designed to evaluate the degree to
which a person can understand others’ viewpoints and
expectations in a dyadic interaction. Empathic concern was
measured using Davis’s (1980) scale. A related measure has
been used in other studies and demonstrated adequate
reliability (Davis, 1983b; McBane, 1995). Nonverbal
immediacy was assessed with a measure adapted from
McCroskey et al. (1995) and Richmond et al. (1987). To
measure relationship outcomes, we adapted two items from
Hunter and Perreault (2007). One additional item
“maintaining good customer relations” was added to reflect
the nature of our study. A slightly modified version of
Sundaram et al.’s (2007) scale measured salesperson outcome
performance. ASB was measured with Robinson et al.’s
(2000) scale, a shortened version of the Spiro and Weitz’s
(1990) ADAPTS scale.

Results
Measurement model
Confirmatory factor analysis was used to assess the quality of
the proposed measurement theory. Initial testing led to two
items (one each from perspective taking empathy and
outcome performance constructs) being dropped due to high
residuals. Subsequently, a six factor, 19 indicator congeneric
measurement model yields a 2 statistic of 297.3 with 137
degrees of freedom (p ⬍ 0.001) producing a CFI of 0.944.
The root mean square residual (RMSEA) is 0.053. Overall,
the fit is consistent with guidelines for adequate fit (Hair et al.,
2010). Table IV displays the completely standardized factor
loadings, the average variance extracted (AVE) and the
construct reliability for each factor. All factor loadings are
statistically significant and exceed the minimum criterion of
0.6. The AVEs range from 0.45 to 0.66. Ideally, each AVE
would reach 0.50. In this case, three constructs fall just below
that rule of thumb providing a limitation. However, the

Discussion
Theoretical contribution
In light of conflicting evidence emanating from other
investigations, the present study was undertaken in an effort to
extend the sales literature by examining the mediating role of
ASB in the relationships between salesperson skills (i.e.
empathy and nonverbal immediacy) and salesperson
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Table IV Measurement items and standardized factor loadings, average variance extracted (AVE) and construct reliability
Constructs and items

Factor loadings

Nonverbal immediacy (␣ ⴝ 0.77; AVE ⴝ 0.45; 1 ⴝ Strongly Disagree, 7 ⴝ Strongly Agree)
I gesture while talking to the physician
I look at the physician while talking
I smile at the physician while talking
I have a very relaxed body position while talking to the physician

0.66
0.70
0.67
0.66

Perspective taking empathy (␣ ⴝ 0.76; AVE ⴝ 0.51; 1 ⴝ Strongly Disagree, 7 ⴝ Strongly Agree)
Before criticizing someone, I try to imagine how I would feel if I were in his/her place
Sometimes I try to understand my friends better by imagining how things will look from their perspective
I try to look at everyone’s side of a disagreement before I make a decision

0.72
0.74
0.69

Empathic concern (␣ ⴝ 0.73; AVE ⴝ 0.47; 1 ⴝ Strongly Disagree, 7 ⴝ Strongly Agree)
I would describe myself as a pretty soft-hearted person
Other people’s misfortunes do not usually disturb me a great deal (r)
I often have tender, concerned feelings for people less fortunate than me

0.71
0.66
0.69

Adaptive selling behavior (␣ ⴝ 0.78; AVE ⴝ0.47; 1 ⴝ Strongly Disagree, 7 ⴝ Strongly Agree)
When I feel that my sales approach is not working, I can easily change to another approach
I like to experiment with different sales approaches
I am very flexible in the selling approach I use
I try to understand how one customer (physician) differs from another

0.61
0.73
0.71
0.68

Relationship performancea (␣ ⴝ 0.85; AVE ⴝ 0.66; 1ⴝ Needs Improvement, 7 ⴝ Outstanding)
Listening attentively to identify and understand the real concerns of your customers
Working out solutions to a customer’s questions or objections
Maintaining good customer relations

0.82
0.77
0.85

Outcome performancea (r ⴝ 0.69; AVE ⴝ 0.53; 1ⴝ Needs Improvement, 7 ⴝ Outstanding)
Contributing to company’s emphasis on increasing market share
Identifying major accounts in the territory and promote sales to them

0.79
0.66

Notes: a Respondents were directed; “on each of the following items, please rate how well you have performed relative to the average salesperson in
similar selling situations”; ␣ ⫽ Construct Reliability

Figure 2 Standardized structural model

negative relationship between empathy and salesperson
performance (Lamont and Lundstrom, 1977) or both positive
and negative relationships (McBane, 1995) or no relationship
(Dawson et al., 1992), our study concurs with and also
partially agrees with several of the other inquiries (Pilling and
Eroglu, 1994; Spaulding and Plank, 2007) which propose that
empathy has a positive influence on salesperson performance,
but such an effect is mediated by ASB. In our investigation,
only perspective taking empathy displayed a direct impact on
outcome performance. Moreover, we have established that
both perspective taking empathy and empathic concern have
positive effects only on relationship sales performance but not
on outcome performance. From a theoretical perspective, the
present study applied PCT (Kelly, 1955) to understand
salesperson personality attribute–sales performance relationship
and shown that how ASB can act as a mediating variable between
salesperson skills and sales performance. These findings might
provide important insights on the inconsistent evidence found in
previous investigations that examined the direct influence of
empathy on salesperson performance.
The finding that nonverbal immediacy is directly
associated with relationship performance but not with
outcome performance suggests that salesperson nonverbal
immediacy skills are essential for cultivating relationships
with customers rather than directly generating sales output.

performance. Our findings help to clarify a degree of the
confusion which is prevalent in the literature and offer some
empirical support for Plank and Greene’s (1996) framework
of salesperson effectiveness which proposes that salesperson
interpersonal skills positively affect sales effectiveness through
sales behavior. Unlike previous studies which reported a
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As far as the relationships between nonverbal immediacy,
ASB and performance are concerned, the results were not
significant but point in the right direction; this suggests the
need for further investigations in this area. Such inquiries
might reveal that other variables should be included in the
model set forth in this paper. These are variables that could
have contaminated the data analysis reported here.
Considering the existing inconsistent evidence on ASB-sales
performance relationship (Marks et al., 1996; Boorom et al.,
1998; Keillor et al., 2000; Pettijohn et al., 2000), the findings
of the current study show that ASB does not have significant
influence on outcome performance even though the data are
in the right direction. In addition, such a relationship seems to
possess some degree of face validity. Further studies are
recommended, as the germane theory suggests outcome
performance, in this case.

their selling approaches and facilitate establishing
long-term relationships with customers (Rich and Smith,
2000).
The findings underscore the need for early assessment of
the level of empathy and nonverbal communication skills
possessed by potential sales personnel at the time of hiring.
B2B sales managers and human resource departments may
want to consider these characteristics as important traits
that need to be reinforced through training, supervision and
mentoring programs. In many cases, possession of ASB
characteristics may be desired of both new and seasoned
sales representatives. Potential and existing empathy and
ASB of the sales force can be identified early on, using a
variety of approaches such as observational methods,
role-playing techniques or by using survey measures to
assess empathy, nonverbal immediacy and adaptive selling
potential. Organizations can benefit by properly screening,
hiring and training sales force who have the potential to
maximize sales performance by tactfully handling nonverbal
communication.
Results suggest that empathy impacts sales performance
through ASB. This suggests that ASB plays a critical role in
enhancing relationship performance of pharmaceutical sales
reps. Therefore, sales force should be trained to understand
the emotional makeup of customers and respond to them
according to this makeup; they should be encouraged to be
more adaptive and to adjust customer interactions. Training
packages should highlight suitable and germane forms of
empathy; it is also appropriate to continuously train the
trainers and thus render them increasingly effective in using
more contemporary and innovative pedagogical tools in
imparting cutting edge skills. As salespeople with high levels of
ASB can understand consumer needs well and often select the
best sales strategies, and are able to establish durable
relationships with customers, reinforcement of ASB should be
the center piece of training programs that instill empathy skill
in sales force. Hence, the need for articulating sales force
training programs that blend various forms of empathy with
adaptive selling skills. This may also involve teaching
salespeople on how to gather information about customer
situations, categorize consumers based on consumers’ initial
expectations, develop specific sales presentations for different
consumer categories and adjust their presentations during
sales interactions (Spiro and Weitz, 1990).
Besides training, sales force evaluation should include
supervisory climate and evaluation process that encourages
the practice of desired empathic selling; most importantly,
sales managers should support any programs that improve
desired levels of empathy and nonverbal immediacy.
Instituting incentives and rewards that recognize the sales
force who excel in practicing the art of empathy might prompt
others to recognize the role of this process and the importance
of nonverbal immediacy in sales communication and
performance.

Managerial implications
Though empathy and nonverbal immediacy are relevant in all
walks of life and for all selling organizations, it is especially
important in the case of B2B sales personnel who work in a
high-contact context and interact with professionals such as
physicians, pharmacists and other organizational buyers as
they have limited time to listen and respond to standardized
sales presentations. As return on investment in pharma sales
force continue to decline partly due to mounting competition
among sales reps and shrinking access to physicians (O’Reilly,
2009), it is imperative for the drug companies to consciously
weigh the advantages of these skills to improve sales force
productivity.
The analysis has revealed that various mixes of empathy,
nonverbal immediacy and ASB tend to produce a variety of
outcomes. Thus, sales managers are well-advised to determine
what salesperson outcome(s) is (are) desired. The outcomes
highlighted in the model are outcome performance and
relationship performance. Sales managers can determine
which of these (or even a combination of the two) is most
desired and then choose the prescribed combination of
empathy, nonverbal intimacy and ASB. In essence, then, the
choice process begins with a specification by the sales manager
(and other managers who are part of a decision-making group)
and sales goals and objectives set by the organization. The
preference and choice of a combination of empathy,
non-verbal intimacy and ASB in sales force help managers in
developing appropriate recruitment, selection, training and
retention strategies and tactics.
Generally speaking, all of these decisions relating to sales
force should be guided by the objectives established by the
sales and other managers. For example, if the firm’s primary
goal is outcome performance, perspective taking empathy
may be stressed. If relationship performance is considered
as a high priority, nonverbal immediacy, perspective taking
empathy and empathic concern may be sought. However, it
is important to note that these skills are more effective in
building relationships with customers that mutually benefit
sellers and buyers than in improving sales performance in
terms of sales units or revenue generated. Thus, greater
emphasis may be placed on recruiting and selecting
salespeople with strong “people skills” (e.g. empathy and
responsiveness) as those traits are likely to help them adapt

Limitations and future research
This study has some limitations. The conclusions are drawn
based on the personal encounters of sales force members
with physicians, a somewhat homogeneous group. The
study could be enriched and imbued with more applicability
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to other types of populations by examining the perspective
of clients regarding the level of salespeople’s nonverbal
immediacy and empathy, as related to ASB across multiple
heterogeneous professions and additional geographic
regions. Future studies could replicate these results with
more geographically diverse salespeople across divergent
B2B industries.
Most noticeably, there is a call for a longitudinal experimental
research for exploring pre- and post-sales representative
selection, motivation, compensation and training techniques,
processes and content. In addition, future studies might capture
other dimensions of empathy (e.g. emotional contagion) and
salesperson performance (e.g. administrative performance) and
even nonverbal immediacy tactics. In addition, future
investigations could link the findings of this inquiry to other
variables not studied here, such as emotional intelligence, that are
likely to have displayed significant impacts on salesperson
performance and interactions with various forms of empathy and
nonverbal immediacy.
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